The understanding of trade unions, trade union leaders and industrial conflict which underpinned state industrial relations policy at the beginning of the period covered by the study corresponds to a large extent with rank-and-filist premises. It was believed, firstly, that workers had a reservoir of latent power which was contained by well-organized and responsibly led trade unions; secondly, that a clear line of demarcation could be drawn between the leadership of trade unions, activists and the rank and file; and thirdly, that trade union officialdom was synonymous with moderation and defused the radical aspirations of the rank and file. The structural and hierarchical features of trade unions and the particular concerns of their leaders made them a valuable mechanism for the management of industrial conflict. The architects of this initiative were in no doubt, however, that this policy could not eradicate industrial conflict. At best it could only achieve 'peaceable relations to ensure the highest amount of prosperity'. This was because trade unions arose out of the conflict of interest between capital and labour and the interests of capital and labour could never be identical.
TRADE UNIONS
Early research by the Labour Correspondent of the BOT revealed that trade unions were not related to the mediaeval guilds but were creatures of capitalism. They were workers' response to the decline of the guilds and to the fact that in capitalism no mutuality of interests existed between employers and workers. These unions had their roots in the time-lag between the decline of the guilds and the rise of trade unions. In this transitional period the state attempted to regulate the terms of the relationship between capital and labour but 'a state of social anarchy' existed in Britain and the condition of the mass of workers was miserable in the extreme. Combinations of workers were illegal, but workers resisted their immiseration by forming themselves into clandestine unions and engaging in a guerrilla war against their employers. This situation persisted into the 1820s, when it was realized that some worker organizations (notably those in the engineering, shipbuilding and printing trades) had evolved beyond this typically anarchic pattern and become trade unions managed by individuals who displayed executive ability of a very high order, who were not 'industrial incendiaries' or 'social disturbers' but 'cautious and moderate in the extreme'. The structure of these organizations reduced industrial conflict. Although agitation for strike action generally came from workers, the decision to strike was subject to deliberation by lodges and committees on its way to the central executives of these unions, and the executive committees of all of the chief unions were to a very large extent hostile to strike action. In this process many potentially serious disputes lost their momentum or were curtailed. It was not that union officials did not share their members' concerns, but that as leaders they had to put the good of the whole union before the claims of any part of the union. These unions also addressed the immiseration of the working class which fuelled the guerrilla war against employers. They offered welfare benefits which kept a great body of workers out of pauperism. Repressive legislation and employers' oppressive practices aggravated industrial unrest and blocked the development of wellorganized trade unions like these which were 'plainly useful both to capitalists and to the community'.
2 The Trade Union Act 1871 made these trade unions lawful.
By the late 1880s and early 1890s this rank-and-filist conception of trade unions, trade union leaders and their members had been refined and tested by the experience of large-scale industrial conflict. Removing the legal obstacles to responsible unionism had not been enough. Analyses of unrest in these years showed that the scarcity of this type of trade union, the reluctance of the rank and file of the established trade unions to cede decision-making power to their leaders, the rise of unskilled unions, the refusal of many employers to recognize trade unions and the reluctance of the established unions to recruit unskilled workers had combined to reduce the effectiveness of this initiative. The solution was seen to lie in state intervention to actively foster trade union recognition and collective bargaining and the Conciliation Act 1896 was passed.
The experience of industrial conflict in the years from 1910 to 1921, however, forced further revisions in state labour policy. Industrial unrest in this period revealed that the chief obstacle to the attempt to
